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PREJUDICE AND AGGRESSION AT WORK: THE ROLE OF GENDER, SELF-
CATEGORISATION, EMOTION, AND CLIMATE 
 
While organisations continuously increase their affirmative action policies, males’ resistance to 
affirmative action is persistent. We argue that this resistance is based on males’ prejudicial attitudes 
towards females. Additionally, prejudicial attitudes might serve as a platform for males to engage in 
aggressive behaviour that harms the organisation’s competitiveness and sustainable advantage. 
Because of these dilemmas, a cross-level model on the influences of gender, individual 
categorisations, emotion, prejudice and climate on aggressive behaviour is presented. A discussion of 
potential limitations and implications for theory, research, and practice of our cross-levelled model are 
also provided. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The focus of this manuscript is to offer a cross-level theoretical model on prejudice with the 
aim to further understand this phenomenon in the workplace. In this instance, we define prejudice as a 
form of hostile attitude towards other individuals based solely on their membership of a particular 
personal category perceived to have objectionable qualities (Allport, 1954). The particular personal 
category we focus on is gender, which is a semantic term symbolising a noun or a pronoun associated 
with a male or female (Person, 2005). This is based on research (e.g., Awad, et al., 2005; Dovidio & 
Gaertner, 1983, 1996; Konrad & Harmann, 2001) that has shown males in particular can be resistant 
to affirmative action policies on the basis of prejudicial attitudes they held about females. Moreover, 
lawsuits resulting from prejudicial behaviour concerning gender can cost tens of millions of dollars in 
Australia (Scheikowski, 2007), and hundreds of millions in the US (James & Wooten, 2006). 
Consequently, further understanding of the role of prejudice within the organisation is urgently 
needed.  We also focus in the role of affect as a precursor of prejudicial attitudes and behaviour 
Dovidio, et al (2002). At issue, then are: (a) What are the individual level variables that contribute to 
prejudicial attitudes and behaviour in the workplace? (b) What effects do these attitudes and 
behaviours have on individual emotional experiences and prejudicial attitudes in the workplace? (c) 
What are the outcomes of prejudicial attitudes and behaviours in the workplace? 
The purpose of this manuscript therefore, is to theorise the development of prejudice and its 
consequences at work at individual and group levels. To do this, we develop a cross-level model that 
considers the influence of individual attributes and self-categorisations on affect. The model includes 
the influence of other-categorisation on individual emotional experiences and subsequent 
development of prejudicial attitudes. In particular, we argue that prejudicial attitudes will lead to 
aggressive behaviour in the workplace. Finally, we also consider individual and workgroup level 
moderator variables: (1) individual emotional regulation and (2) workgroup climate.  
In the next section, we provide a detailed theoretical synopsis of individual attributes. We 
then follow with a description of the proposed model based on individual attributes. We start by 
describing individual self- and other-categorisations and affect and propose that these categorisations 
will influence individual emotional experiences. Next, we discuss aggressive behaviour and propose 
that aggressive behaviour results from individual prejudicial attitudes. We also review the role of 
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individuals’ emotional regulation and workgroup climate and propose that these two variables will 
serve as moderators. We conclude by providing a discussion of limitations, and the implications of the 
model for research, theory and practice. 
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON INDIVIDUAL ATTRIBUTES 
A focal theoretical foundation on individual attributes in the organisation is the similarity attraction 
paradigm (Byrne, 1971; Tsui, et al., 1992). The similarity attraction paradigm suggests that similarity 
in attitudes is a basic source of attraction between people as similarity in attitudes, beliefs or 
personality is based on a variety of physical, social and status characteristics (Baron & Pfeffer, 1994; 
Tsui et al., 1992). Therefore, the similarity attraction paradigm could also serve as a theoretical 
foundation of prejudice in the organisation. However, Baron and Pfeffer (1994) indicate that 
individuals evaluate their attitudes, beliefs or personality by comparing themselves to other 
individuals with whom they perceive as similar, and contrast themselves with individuals they 
perceive as different. Furthermore, they suggest that these similarities and differences are a result of 
individual categorisations based on a developed social identity.  
This phenomenon is explained more precisely through the self-categorisation theory (Hogg, 
1992), which asserts that categorisations are a basic cognitive process of the individual (Hogg, 1992), 
and is supported by social identity theory (Abrams & Hogg, 1999). Social identity theory states that 
an individual has not one “personal self”, but many selves that belong to various social memberships 
(Abrams & Hogg, 1999). A social identity is the individual’s self-concept derived from perceived 
membership of different social groups (e.g. the workplace) (Hogg, 2003). Therefore, different social 
contexts could trigger an individual to think, feel and act based on his personal, family, organisational 
or national “level of self” (Abrams & Hogg, 1999). 
Using this process, individuals define themselves in relation to other individuals and groups 
on the basis of physical and social similarities and differences, for instance, gender (Person, 2005). 
Based on these similarities and differences, individuals categorise themselves as similar and dissimilar 
to others. Additionally, previous research has shown that in the workplace, similar members will be 
dominant and dissimilar members will be the non-dominant, where dominant members are 
traditionally associated with male employees, while non-dominant members are usually related to 
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female employees (Chattopadhyay et al., 2004). Thus, in the workplace, individual self-
categorisations may be formed by gender, where males are dominant and females are non-dominant.  
A MODEL ON SELF-CATEGORISTION, EMOTION, PREJUDICE AND AGGRESSION 
The development of a social identity in the workplace (based on the self-categorisation theory related 
to similar and dissimilar memberships) may explain group and individual phenomena in the 
workplace, including prejudice (Smith, 1999). Prejudice may be based on the motivation for self-
esteem, as individuals strive to achieve or maintain a positive social identity (Abrams & Hogg, 1999). 
In this way, individuals’ prejudice may be directly linked to their self-definition. At abstract levels, 
individuals achieve self-esteem from similar social groups, and will pursue goals that maintain or 
increase their social identity. Therefore, it may be predicted that an individual who holds the group as 
a positive and important part of his/ her identity could be motivated to engage in a particular attitude 
like prejudice (Morrison, 1997; Oaks et al., 1999; Reicher, 1996).  
In addition, prejudice could also serve as a triggering device to influence individual 
aggressive behaviour. Consequently, in an effort to understand more precisely prejudice at work, we 
developed a model to depict a process that identifies a number of variables that suggest people’s 
categorisations based on gender influence their experience and regulation of positive and negative 
emotions. These positive and negative emotional experiences will also influence their prejudicial 
attitudes (which can be influenced by individuals’ emotional regulation). Once they have adopted 
these prejudicial attitudes (which can be influenced by the climate) this can make the use of 
aggressive behaviour in support of the prejudice more likely. The model depicting this process is 
presented below in Figure 1 
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Figure 1: PREJUDICE AND AGGRESSION AT WORK: THE ROLE OF GENDER, SELF-  
CATEGORISATION, EMOTION AND CLIMATE. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
GENDER, CATEGORISATIONS, AFFECT AND PREJUDICE 
 
Although gender is the distinction between femaleness and maleness (Person, 2005), Stoller (1968) 
introduced the term “core gender identity”, which means self-identification as female or male where 
three components are identified: (i) biological and hormonal influences; (ii) sex assignment at birth; 
and (iii) environmental and psychological influences (and these could involve sexual preferences or 
specific behavioural patterns from parents that are acquired by individuals at early stage). 
Using these three components of “core gender identity”, individuals could influence self-
categorisations in the workplace leading to social identities formed relative to male and female self- 
and other-categorisation (Chattopadhyay, et al., 2004). Furthermore, Chattopadhyay et al (2004), 
indicated that these self-categorisations, based on core gender identity, are reinforced by sex-based 
stereotypes. These are entrenched in society and influence an individual’s information processing, as 
these stereotypes are activated when an individual is forming an impression of the target (see also 
Bargh, et al., 1996). 
Individual categorisations as an antecedent of emotional experiences 
The self-categorisation theory states that emotions flow from our self-conceptions (Hogg, 
Terry & White, 1995). Consequently, if individuals perceive themselves as belonging to a gender 
Gender emotional 
experiences:
Powerful, powerless 
and positive
Individual’s 
emotion  
regulation
Organisational 
Culture
Individual self-categorisations: 
Males/Females
Positive and negative 
individual prejudicial 
attitudes
P1a, 1b & 1c
P2
P6
P4
Gender
P5a & 5b Aggressive behaviour
Direct and indirect
P3
 6 
group, it follows those individuals’ emotional states will reflect that conception (Chattopadhyay et al., 
2004; Ellemers, Kortekaas & Owerkerk, 1999; Hogg et al., 1995). Furthermore, research into gender 
and emotional experiences has shown that in developed industrial societies males and females report 
experiences of negative and positive emotions differently and these experiences are based upon their 
gender roles (see Alexander & Wood, 2000; Fischer, Rodriguez Mosquera, van Vianen & Manstead, 
2004).  
Additionally, Fischer et al (2004) argue that negative emotions can express both powerfulness 
and powerlessness. Negative emotions (e.g. anger and contempt) can serve to display power and 
assertiveness, whereas other negative emotions (e.g. sadness, fear, shame and guilt) reflect 
powerlessness through internal blame, vulnerability, and inability to cope with negative events. On 
the other hand, positive emotions serve to increase pleasant experiences (Alexander & Wood, 2000). 
For instance, joy or happiness is a positive emotion that fosters the development of relationships, 
while love is an emotion associated with proximity- and contact-seeking, expressing an intense desire 
for another’s interest and reciprocation (Alexander & Wood, 2000; Mesquita & Fridja, 1992; Shaver, 
Schwartz, Kirson & O’Connor, 1987). Thus, as in developed industrial countries males are considered 
to be assertive (Dexter, 1985), it is expected that individuals who self-categorise as males will report 
higher experiences of powerful emotions than females. In contrast, as Dexter suggests that females are 
considered to be nurturing and forgiving in developed industrial countries, it is expected that 
individuals who self-categorise as females will report higher powerlessness and positive emotions 
than males (Fischer & Manstead, 2000; Robinson, Johnson & Shields, 1998). 
Research however, has shown no gender difference when powerful emotions are experienced 
(Fischer, 1995; Lucas & Gohm, 2000). In contrast, a number of studies have demonstrated gender 
differences in the experience of powerless emotions and in such positive emotions as love and joy 
(Duncombe & Marsden, 1993; Fischer et al 2004; Singelis, Choo & Hatfield, 1995; Stoppard and 
Gunn Gruchy, 1993). Fischer et al (2004), for example, found that men from developed nations (e.g. 
Australia) rated their powerless emotions as less intense than women; they concluded that 
powerlessness and vulnerability are not associated with the male role in developed countries. 
Stoppard and Gunn Gruchy (1993) showed that women, as a result of their gender role, tend to 
experience more joy than men as women seek to maintain relationships, care for others, and express 
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solidarity and support. Therefore, while research has shown no gender differences in the experience of 
powerful emotion, in the workplace, I still expect individual gender differences in the report of 
powerful, powerlessness and positive emotions, hence: 
Proposition 1a: Individuals who self-categorise as males will report more experiences of 
powerful emotions (e.g. anger and contempt). 
Proposition 1b: Individuals who self-categorise as females will report more experiences of 
powerless emotions (e.g. sadness, fear, shame and guilt). 
Proposition 1c: Individuals who self-categorise as females will report more experiences of 
positive emotions (e.g. joy and love). 
Meta experience of emotion as an antecedent of prejudicial attitudes 
This association between individual self-categorisation and emotion may be explained by 
Schachter’s theory of emotion (Schachter, 1964, 1971). This theory proposes that an emotion is 
produced by two factors: physiological arousal and cognitive appraisals concerning the source of that 
arousal (Schachter, 1964, 1971). It states that interoceptive response from physiological arousal (e.g. 
in response to dissimilar members) provides emotional attitude to experience, and the appraisal of 
situational cues determines which emotions should be experienced (Schachter, 1964, 1971). 
Consequently, when positive and negative emotions are experienced co-actively, they may be 
instigated by individuals’ cognitive and physiological structures (Kelly & Barsade, 2001).  
Additionally, a co-activation of positive and negative emotional experiences may involve a 
meta-experience of emotion (Mayer & Gaschke, 1988). Meta-experience of emotion in individuals is 
a product of a controlling process that monitors, evaluates and changes emotion relative to the self and 
other individuals. Moreover, it also involves meta-evaluation, which refers to how much attention 
individuals pay to emotions and how clear, typical, acceptable and influential their and other 
individuals’ emotions are (Mayer & Gaschke, 1988).  
Therefore, this meta-evaluation of emotions could have a relevant role for individual 
prejudicial attitudes, as research has shown that affect contributes more strongly to prejudice than 
cognition and these prejudicial attitudes are more recognisable when dominant or non-dominant 
members interact in varied situations (i.e. the workplace) (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005; Dovidio et al., 
2002; Parker Tapias et al., 2007). For example, as a consequence of considering affiliations a 
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beneficial utility to increase self-esteem and identity, similar dominant or non-dominant members’ 
emotional experiences are likely to be positive, where members experience high levels of positive 
emotion in the presence of similar members than in the presence of dissimilar members (Dovidio & 
Gaertner, 2004). In this way, similar members influence cohesion, where self-esteem and identity are 
protected (Gaertner et al., 1997). On the other hand, as dissimilar members do not share, exhibit or 
posses similar members values where the ability to develop an identity is minimised, similar dominant 
members’ emotional experiences are likely to be negative, where members experience high negative 
affect in the presence of dissimilar non-dominant members (Smith, 1999). Consequently, when male 
dominant and female non-dominant members’ work and share work responsibilities, we expect that 
the individual meta-evaluation of emotion will allow a co-activation of positive and negative 
emotional experiences, where: 
Proposition 2: Higher levels of experienced emotion (both positive and negative) will lead to 
increased likelihood an individual will form of prejudicial attitudes towards others. 
AGGRESSION AS PLANNED BEHAVIOUR 
The self-categorisation theory is also based on the assumption of self-esteem (Brown & 
Starkey, 2000, p. 104). Therefore, individuals seek to maximise self-esteem and to achieve 
this, they act conservatively to preserve it (Brown & Starkey, 2000). Further, the urge to 
maintain self-esteem implies that the existing self-concept is shielded or protected from 
challenge (Brown & Starkey, 2000), and we argue that prejudice serves as shield or protection 
of the self-concept. Dovidio et al. (2002), also suggest that a component of prejudice is a 
behavioural response where prejudice could also serve as an intention, that is, a belief to 
perform a particular behaviour to protect the self-concept from challenge. We suggest that 
behaviour to protect the self-concept from challenge is aggression. Aggressive behaviour in 
the workplace is defined as any intentional damage occasioned by individual behaviour 
(Geddes & Baron, 1997). This process (where prejudice is an intention leading to behaviour, 
such as aggression) could be explained by Ajzen’s theory of planned behaviour. 
In his theory, Ajzen (1991) suggests that individuals have an intention to perform a particular 
behaviour, as intentions capture the motivational factors that influence behaviour. For example, 
intentions are indicators of how hard individuals try, or how much effort they are planning to exert, to 
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behave in a particular way (Ajzen, 1991). However, the association between intention and behaviour 
can only find significance if the behaviour is controlled by one’s volition. For instance, it is the 
individual willpower to decide to perform a particular behaviour. Nevertheless, an individuals’ 
willpower will also be influenced by his/her confidence in their ability to perform a particular 
behaviour where willpower and confidence are manipulated by their beliefs (Ajzen, 1991).  
Beliefs are considered to be the prevailing determinants of an individual intentions and actions 
and serve as a function of salient information to the behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). Additionally, Ajzen 
indicates that behavioural beliefs will be associated with attitudes towards behaviour. An attitude 
towards behaviour refers to the level to which an individual has a favourable or unfavourable 
evaluation or appraisal of particular behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). Still, attitudes towards behaviour also 
develop from the beliefs that individuals hold about the object of the attitude (e.g. believing that 
dissimilar members do not possess similar members’ values). Subsequently, beliefs link behaviour to 
certain outcomes, that is, individuals will favour behaviour they believe will have convenient 
consequences for them (e.g. acting aggressively to get rid of dissimilar members) (Ajzen, 1991).  
Moreover, aggressive behaviour could be direct or indirect. Direct aggression occurs when 
individual interactions are face-to-face (e.g. facial expressions and body language), while indirect 
aggression, disguised and delicate in nature, occurs subtly: the perpetrator is unidentified and 
unaccused (Kaukiainen, 2003). Indirect aggression is also part of social manipulation. For example, it 
may include persuading individuals not to relate to certain people, or creating malevolent gossip about 
a disliked person (Kaukiainen, 2003; Lagerspetz et al., 1988). Accordingly, we argue that prejudice is 
a form of intention; it serves as a behavioural belief in the workplace for the male dominant members 
or female non-dominant members to favour aggressive behaviour that might have convenient 
consequences for their members. Hence, we expect that: 
Proposition 3: Individuals who hold prejudicial towards others are more likely to engage in direct 
and indirect aggressive behaviour towards the target of their prejudicial attitudes. 
THE ROLE OF EMOTIONAL REGULATION 
We propose that emotional regulation will have an individual effect on individual emotional 
experiences and individual prejudicial attitudes. Emotional regulation is a process whereby 
individuals attempt to control the intensity or duration of their emotional experiences (Eisenberg & 
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Fabes 1999) and comprises two specific strategies associated with individual differences: cognitive 
reappraisal and expressive suppression (Gross & John, 2003). It also has three relevant social 
functions for individuals: (i) impression management; (ii) relationship management; and (iii) self-
preservation in social settings (Manstead & Fisher, 2000). 
Cognitive reappraisal is a form of cognitive change that incorporates construing an implied 
emotion-eliciting situation in a method that modifies its emotional impact (Gross & John, 2003). 
Expressive suppression is a form of response modulation that implies inhibiting ongoing emotion-
expressive behaviour (Gross & John, 2003). 
The first social function of emotional regulation is impression management, and it is related 
to self-presentation and impression formation (Manstead & Fisher, 2000). It is where the individual 
perceives how he/she will be evaluated by others when experiencing and displaying emotions 
(Rodriguez-Mosquera et al., 2000). For instance, dominant members may substantiate their 
membership status by impressing other members – they could cognitively reappraise their situation 
and display frustration towards non-dominant members by questioning their efforts to finalise a duty 
(Smith, 1999). Therefore, dominant members may regulate their anger and exhibit frustration towards 
non-dominant members in the presence of similar members to validate their membership (Smith, 
1999). 
The second social function of emotional regulation is relationship management and self-
preservation in social settings. These social functions are related to interpersonal goals individuals 
wish to achieve in explicit environments (Timmers et al., 1998). Relationship management is related 
to the way individuals consider how emotional experience may be of benefit or nuisance to others, 
thus regulating their own experienced emotions (Manstead & Fisher, 2000). For example, dominant 
members may feel that they are distrusted or disliked by non-dominant members, so they will regulate 
their sense of displeasure when meeting non-dominant members to appear untroubled by expressions 
of distrust and dislike (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005). 
The third and final social function of emotional regulation is self-preservation in social 
settings. This function is related to the experience of emotions on context-specific features, such as 
the relationship between the object and the target of the emotion to preserve the social setting 
(Manstead & Fisher, 2000). For example, as a result of protecting and enhancing dominant 
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membership status in the workplace, an expressive suppression for dominant members may be related 
to excitement towards non-dominant members. Thus, dominant members may regulate their 
emotional experience of joy and pleasantness in the presence of non-dominant members (Cottrell & 
Neuberg, 2005). Also, given our earlier contention that individual self-categorisation serves as a 
platform to experience heightened positive and negative emotion towards dissimilar members, we 
expect that: 
Proposition 4: The relationship between self- and other-categorisations and positive and negative 
emotional experiences (Proposition 1) will be moderated by individuals’ emotional regulation, such 
that the relationship will be weaker for individuals who are higher on emotional regulation. 
Gender and emotional regulation 
However, McRae, et al. (2008) showed that men and women differ on their regulation of positive and 
negative emotions. According to McRae, et al. males are more able to regulate their negative 
emotions with greater efficiency than females. For instance, by studying cognitive reappraisals (e.g. 
framing a negative stimulus in less emotional terms) in emotional regulation, McRae, et al. 
demonstrated that males’ cognitive reappraisals are less effortful than females. Furthermore, males are 
more able to select and implement an emotional regulation strategy faster than females with the 
objective to purposefully reducing the amount of negative affect they are experiencing (McRae et al. 
2008). In contrast, females yield in greater levels more positive affect than males with the objective to 
down-regulate their negative responses since positive emotion can be used deliberately to regulate 
negative emotion (McRae et al. 2008). Further, females tenaciously regulate their positive emotion 
with the objective to transform negative affect to positive affect (McRae et al. 2008). 
Thus, while we suggest that the emotional regulation of members in both dominant and non-
dominant serves as a moderator of the proposed relationship between individual self-categorisation 
and emotional experiences (Proposition 4), we also expect differences in the regulation of positive and 
negative emotion in males and females: 
Proposition 5a: Males will regulate negative emotion better than females. 
Proposition 5b: Females will regulate positive emotion better than males. 
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THE ROLE OF CLIMATE 
While individual emotional regulation may moderate individual categorisations and emotional 
experiences, we further argue that a workgroup variable could affect the proposed positive 
relationship between individual emotional experiences and prejudicial attitudes. We define 
workgroups as delimited social systems with mutually-supporting members and distinguished 
member roles to pursue, share and measure goals (Chattopadhyay et al, 2004). As such, workgroups 
share a perception of the organisational policies, practices and procedures, which are described by 
Anderson and West (1998) as workgroup climate, which in term constrain member’s behavioural 
options. Therefore, climate could moderate the relationship between individual emotional experiences 
and prejudicial attitudes.  
Anderson and West (1998) suggest that shared perceptions of climate are better understood by 
analysing the proximal workgroup. A proximal workgroup is a permanent or a semi-permanent team 
to which individuals are allocated. Based on this designation, individuals form identities and share or 
perform work-related tasks with their team members (Anderson & West, 1998). A proximal 
workgroup also represents the main mechanism through which shared climates will evolve by active 
social construction, and these climates become embedded into the fabric of the organisation 
(Anderson & West, 1998). Accordingly, the perception of the workgroup climate by individuals has 
an important effect on their behaviour and interaction. This is because it reflects an individual’s 
cognitive representation of the workgroup environment due to interactions within the workgroup 
(Choi et al., 2003). 
Moreover, Choi et al. (2003), suggest that climate is not based on a single dyadic relationship 
within the workgroup, but on inclusive interaction configurations between members and the 
environment that characterises the relationships within it (2003). Hence, workgroup climate and 
workgroup perceptions represent atmospheric stimulations that mirror the nature of the entire 
workgroup rather than a particular member or a dyadic tie within it (Choi, et al., 2003). Therefore, 
workgroup-level incidents (such as collective norms and workgroup-information processing) are 
characterised as properties of the workgroup (Choi, et al., 2003). Thus, as atmospheric stimulation 
permeates the workgroup setting, the collective properties could have cross-level effects on each 
member of the workgroup (Choi, et al., 2003). 
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Additionally, as workgroup climate relates to the adherence of the organisational policies, 
practices and procedures which are developed to constrain member’s behavioural options (Anderson 
& West, 1998), we argue that workgroup climate reduces workgroup members’ propensity to engage 
in aggressive behaviour based on their prejudicial attitudes. Thus, we expect that: 
Proposition 6: Climate will moderate the relationship between emotional experience and 
prejudicial views (Proposition 2), such that the relationship will be weaker in a strong workgroup 
climate, where individuals tend to adhere to organisational policies. 
CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
We have focused on reviewing individual categorisations, affect, attitudes and behaviour.  
Specifically, our intention is to advance research on workplace prejudice and behaviour. A limitation 
however, may be associated with the measurement of the variables.  For instance, when measuring the 
variables, care needs to be taken to avoid common method bias (Podsakoff, et al., 2003).  In order to 
minimise this bias, measure of the variables should be obtained from different respondents (e.g. 
dominant members and non-dominant members). Respondent anonymity and reduced evaluation 
apprehension may also allow participants’ responses to be anonymous (Podsakoff et al., 2003).  
Overall, we build a model relating individual self-categorisation, affect, prejudice and 
aggressive behaviour and suggest that individuals’ emotional regulation and climate could have a role 
in the proposed relationships. We argue that this manuscript has theoretical implications by 
suggesting that individuals’ positive and negative emotional experiences will result in prejudicial 
attitudes towards others, research implications by providing a cross-level framework for 
understanding prejudice, and practical implications, by facilitating practitioners to further understand 
the outcomes of prejudice in their workforce. 
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